Listening to the nurse pays off: an integrated Nurse HealthLine programme was associated with significant cost savings.
To estimate the relationship between adherence to nurse recommendations about where to seek care and expenditures for health-care services received by callers to a Nurse HealthLine telephone-based triage programme. Health-care utilization and claims data from callers to the Nurse HealthLine were included. Adherent callers were those who followed the nurse recommendations, while those who did not were classified as non-adherent. Programme-related savings were estimated using differences in downstream health-care expenditures between adherent and non-adherent callers after using multivariate modelling to adjust for between-group differences. Fifty-five per cent of callers were adherent. Nurses were over three times as likely (41% vs. 13%) to recommend seeking a higher level of care (e.g. emergency room vs. urgent care). Regression analyses showed that the impact of getting members to the appropriate place of care was associated with significant annual savings of $13.8 million (P < 0.05), attributable mostly to Medicare, generating a positive return on investment of $1.59. This is the first known Nurse HealthLine triage programme exclusively for Medicare beneficiaries with supplemental coverage. Nurse managers should consider promoting telephone-based triage programmes as complementary to clinical nursing, which has a direct impact on health-care utilization and costs.